Sex differences in adrenal androgens.
The primate adrenal cortex secretes high levels of 19 carbon (C19) steroids including dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA), DHEA sulfate (DHEAS), and androstenedione. These steroids exhibit weak androgenic activity but serve as precursors for estrogens and active androgens such as testosterone. Thus, they are commonly known as adrenal androgens. Age-related changes in adrenal androgen production are well-described in humans and other primates. This article discusses the evidence for sex differences in adrenal androgen production in humans and both nonhuman primate and nonprimate animal models, which present varying degrees of sexual dimorphism in adrenal structure and function. Possible mechanisms underlying these gender differences and their relevance to human adrenocortical physiology will be discussed. Although animal and human studies have provided insight into the regulation of adrenal androgen production, the basis of the observed sex differences remains poorly understood. The putative modulation of adrenal androgen production by sex steroids merits further research, as does the possibility of gender-specific differences in adrenocortical zonation.